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CHINATOWN  /  SOUTH  COVE 


History 

The  area  now  collectively  known  as  Chinatown/South  Cove  and  encompassing 
the  Chinese  community  as  well  as  Bay  Village  was  for  the  most  part  created 
by  the  filling  of  the  South  Cove  Tidal  flats  along  the  Roxbury  neck  of  the 
old  Boston  peninsula.  The  first  streets  were  laid  out  in  IBOo  and  the 
present  neighborhood  was  completed  in  the  1830's.  The  area  was  first 
intended  for  industrial  development,  but  because  of  the  "Panic  of  1837" 
industrial  development  did  not  take  place,  and  most  of  the  area  became 
residential.  However,  the  railroad  did  construct  yards  at  Lincoln  and 
Beach  Streets,  and  the  lines  precluded  expansion  of  the  residential  area 
to  the  south  and  east.  The  railroad  proximity,  coupled  with  the  development 
of  the  leather  industry  in  the  neighborhood,  reduced  the  attractiveness 
of  the  area.  By  the  1850's  the  original,  middle  class  residents  were 
leaving  for  more  desirable  housing.  The  area  became  less  desirable  in 
the  1850's  when  the  garment  industry  joined  the  leather  industry,  resulting 
in  more  mixing  of  residential  and  industrial  uses,  and  lower  property 
values.  The  decline  of  the  area  as  a  desirable  residential  area  continued 
with  the  construction  of  the  elevated  railroad  through  the  neighborhood  at 
the  turn  of  the  century,  and  into  the  20th  century  with  the  expansion  of 
the  garment  industry,  the  decay  of  surrounding  neighborhoods,  and  finally 
resulted  the  aemol  ition  of  a  third  of  the  housing  stock  between  1925 
and  1950.  In  the  60's  the  area  underwent  great  changes  with  the  expressway 
and  the  turnpike  taking  in  a  large  part  of  the  remaining  residential  area, 
and  the  South  Cove  Urban  Renev/al  project  resulting  in  wholesale  changes 
in  the  physical  appearance  of  the  area.  Only  in  the  last  two  years  has 
the  first  new  housing  been  built  in  the  area  since  almost  the  original 
housing  was  built  in  the  1850' s.  Development  in  and  adjacent  to  the  down- 
town core  has  resulted  in  a  heavily  built  up  business  area  immediately 
adjacent  to  the  3  and  4  story  residential  structures  in  the  northern  part 
of  Chinatown. 

The  South  Cove  area  has  been  home  to  a  number  of  ethnic  groups,  starting 
with  the  Irish  who  supplanted  the  original  middle  class  occupants,  to  be 
followed  by  the  Jews,  Italians,  Syrians  and  finally  the  Chinese  around 
the  turn  of  the  century.  There  has  been  a  continuous  Chinese  community 
in  this  area  since  that  time.  For  most  of  this  century  the  Chinese 
population  in  the  area  has  been  stable  at  1500  to  2000.  It  is  only  in  the  last 
10  years  that  there  has  been  a  major  increase  in  the  number  of  Chinese 
immigrating  to  the  United  States,  and  the  Boston  area  has  experienced 
this  rise.  Although  there  is  less  housing  the  even  in  the  area,  the 
Chinese  population  is  at  an  alltime  high  and  the  demand  for  housing  is 
yery   great. 


Population 

There  has  been  a  major  change  in  the  numbers  and  type  of  people  living 
in  the  Chinese  Community  since  1965  when  the  United  States  immigration 
laws  were  changed  to  permit  substantially  more  Chinese  people  to  immigrate 
to  the  United  States,  causing  the  Chinese  community  to  grow.  The  only 
constraint  on  the  number  of  people  moving  into  the  Chinatown/South  Cove 
area  has  been  the  lack  of  housing.  The  original  Chinese  to  come  to  this 
country  were  for  the  most  part  men,  who  intended  to  work  here  and  return 
to  China  financially  secure.  The  revolution  and  upheavel  on  the  mainland 
after  the  war  left  many  of  them  stranded  in  a  country  they  never  intended 
to  settle  in  permanently.  They  were  joined  by  the  more  recent  arrivals 
who  have  tended  to  be  families,  causing  a  sharp  rise  in  the  number  of 
children  and  women  in  the  community,  the  growth  of  the  community  has 
resulted  in  the  spilling  over  of  the  Chinese  community  into  the  South 
End  where  2500  Chinese  live  and  to  a  lesser  degree,  Allston  Brighton 
and  Mission  Hill . 

For  a  large  percentage  of  the  people  living  in  the  area,  they  must  out 
of  necessity  live  within  the  Chinese  community.  It  is  estimated  that 

80%  of  the  people  living  in  the'Chinatown  area  speak  little  of  no  English.  — 
Because  of  this  they  must  depend  on  others  in  the  community  to  deal  with 
the  outside  world,  and  often  must  work  at  one  of  the  Chinese  run  businesses, 
often  a  restaurant,  to  get  work.  Thus  there  is  great  overcrowding  in  the 
community,  and  the  attendant  health  problems  that  overcrowding  brings.  Because 
of  the  limited  employment  opportunities  and  the  low  paying  jobs  within 
the  community,  the  average  family  income  is  the  lowest  in  the  City  ($5200). 
Those  who  can  afford  to  move  to  better  housing  usually  leave  the  community. 

The  housing  in  Bay  Village  differs  very  much  from  the  rest  of  South  Cove, 
with  the  majority  of  the  buildings  2  and  3  family  homes,  that  were  well 
built  originally,  and  are  well  maintained.  The  population  is  primarily 
middle  class,  and  is  a  mix  of  professional  and  artistic  residents.  The 
population  has  remained  stable  for  a  long  period  of  time. 

Housing 

The  housing  stock  that  exists  in  Chinatown/South  Cove  is  for  the  most  part 
the  original  housing  built  in  the  1850's.  The  housing  has  been  used  by 
successive  waves  of  immigrants,  and  it  is  in  many  cases  in  '^ery   poor  con- 
dition. Due  to  the  very  low  rents  tenants  were  able  to  pay  and  the  high 
demand  for  housing  in  the  area,  landlords  have  not  put  any  money  into 
maintenance  or  improvements  in  many  of  the  buildings.  There  has  been 
some  newer  housing  created  in  the  Beech  Street  area  through  the  conversion 
of  former  loft  buildings  into  housing.  Today  a  majority  of  the  buildings 
with  Chinese  residents  are  owned  by  Chinese,  but  the  economic  crunch  is 
the  same  or  worse  for  these  landlords  within  the  rents  they  can  expect 
to  receive.  Likewise,  the  normal  forces  of  supply  and  demand  have  not 
been  able  to  respond  to  any  degree  in  the  Chinese  community  because  it    — 
is  not  possible  to  provide  housing  within  the  income  limits  of  the 
residents.  While  it  is  not  known,  the  recent  conversions  of  loft  buildings 
to  housing  must  have  been  for  those  of  above  average  income  in  the  community. 


Within  the  last  two  years,  over  400  units  of  assisted  'lOusing  v/ere  built 
in  the  South  Cove  area,  and  there  are  plans  for  more  assisted  housing 
in  the  area.  About  three  quarters  of  the  units  so  far  built  have  been 
occupied  by  Chinese. 

One  of  the  problems  that  is  peculiar  to  the  Chinese  community  is  that 
there  is  very  little  open  or  unaccounted  for  land  on  which  to  develop 
housing.  There  are  also  other  legitimate  needs  for  what  little  land 
is  available,  such  as  open  space  tor  passive  and  active  recreation,  etc. 
The  situation  is  the  same  with  the  remaining  loft  buildings  along  the 
northern  edge  of  the  community  that  could  potentially  be  converted  to 
housing.  These  buildings  have  value  in  that  they  could  well  be  renovated 
for  commercial  use,  and  possibly  more  important,  the  land  the  building 
sits  on  is  very  valuable  for  new  development  in  the  expanding  downtown 
core. 

The  housing  stock  in  Bay  Village  ranges  betv/een  good  to  excellent,  with 
owners  who  can  and  have  been  able  to  invest  in  the  upkeep  and  improvements 
of  the  properties. 

Commercial  Areas 

I 

The  main  commercial  area  for  the  Chinese  community  is  Beech  Street  and 
the  blocks  just  to  the  south  of  it.  The  majority  of  the  businesses  supply 
the  Chinese  community  with  indigenous  foods,  as  well  as  other  goods  and 
services  peculiar  to  the  community.  Furthermore,  there  are  a  large  number 
of  Chinese  restaurants  and  cafes  that  serve  the  Chinese  community  and 
large  numbers  of  outsiders.  The  business  area  not  only  provides  business 
space  for  Chinese  merchants,  but  provides  employment  for  a  large  number 
of  local  residents  who  could  not  compete  in  the  outside  job  market.  Lastly, 
The  Beech  Street  area  is  the  focal  point  for  much  of  the  Chinese  social 
life  in  the  Boston  Region,  which  by  necessity  place  on  the  street,  as 
there  are  no  parks  or  open  space. 

The  area  suffers  from  several  problems,  the  primary  one  being  that  it 
is  caught  up  within  the  problem  of "traffic  and  parking  in  the  Downtown. 
The  area  suffers  from  a  great  deal  of  thru  traffic  over  and  above  the 
local  traffic  and  service  vehicles  that  clog  the  area.  Since  there  are 
not  allyes  and  virtually  no  off  street  parking  in  the  area,  all  service 
must  be  across  the  sidev/alk.  There  is  a  lack  of  pedestrian  amenities 
within  the  area,  with  virtually  no  place  to  sit,  and  narrow  sidewalks. 
Likewise,  it  is  difficult  to  get  into  and  out  of  the  area  on  foot, 
especially  for  those  residents  who  live  south  of  Kneeland  Street. 

Environmental  Issues 

Chinatown,  more  than  any  other  neighborhood  in  the  City,  is  adversely 
affected  by  the  surrounding  environment.  Probably  the  biggest  factor 
that  contributes  to  the  problems  of  the  community  is  the  interchange 
of  the  Mass.  Pike  and  the  Expressway.  The  traffic  that  exists  and  enters 
the  two  highways  at  this  point  often  goes  thru  or  immediately  adjacent 
to  the  residential  community,  with  all  of  the  problems  of  safety  and 
noise.  However,  the  biggest  problem  is  the  air  pollution  that  results 


from  the  tens  of  thousands  of  vehicles  that  pass  through  this  corridor 
each  day.  While  there  is  not  enough  hard  data  at  the  present  time  to 
know  the  exact  magnitude  of  the  problem,  it  is  generally  felt  that  the 
pollution  levels  in  certain  parts  of  the  community  exceed  the  limits 
of  safety  to  the  extent  that  the  EPA  has  raised  questions  concerning  the 
habitability  of  new  housing  being  planned. 

The  other  major  problem  facing  the  Chinese  community  is  that  they  are 
one  small  part  of  the  continually  changing  and  growing  downtown.  If 
left  to  go  without  any  direction,  the  development  process  well  might 
overwhelm  the  area  in  a  few  years.  It  is  important  that  the  role  of 
the  Chinese  community  be  taken  into  account  as  an  integral  elements 
of  broader  plan  for  the  downtown,  and  that  efforts  be  made  to  provide 
for  more  compatible  adjacent  uses  than  now  exist. 


E I G '13  OR  HOODS 


CHINESE  COMMUNITY 

Population 

The  Chinese  community  lives  in  the  blocks  south  of  Essex  Street  down 
to  the  Mass.  Pike,  and  generally  between  the  Expressway  and  Harrison 
Avenue.  Within  this  area  the  residents  are  almost  100%  Chinese.  The 
population  has  been  rising  recently,  despite  a  constant  number  of 
dwelling  units  cau  ing  overcrowding  of  the  housing  stock.  The  average 
income  in  the  Chinese  community  is  by  far  the  lowest  in  the  City. 

Total  1970    Change  '60-70    Chinese  '60    Chinese  '70    %  Over  60 
3000  +20%  90%         18% 

0-17     Med.  Inc.     %  Families  Under  5,000 
YET'  $5170  48% 

The  majority  of  the  housing  in  the  Chinese  community  was  built  in  the 
1850's,  and  most  of  the  units  are  in  very  poor  condition.  While  many 
of  the  units  may  be  structurally  sound,  the  vast  majority  would  seem 
to  need  gut  rehab  to  bring  them  up  to  code,  at  a  cost  of  several  thousand 
dollars,  per  unit.  Despite  the  poor  overall  quality  of  the  units,  there 
is  such  a  demand  for  housing  in  the  area  that  there  are  virtually  no 
vacant  apartments,  much  less  buildings. 

Total  D.U.'s    Units  Needing  Over  1,000    Owner  Occ.     %  Units  in  1-2  Families 
912  est.   75%  5% 

Abandoned  Structures 

The  one  commercial  center  in  the  Chinese  Community  is  the  Beech  Street 
area.  There  is  a  low  vacancy  rate  in  the  area,  among  other  reasons 
because  there  is  only  a  limited  amount  of  commercial  space  available. 
The  Chinese  commercial  activities  to  a  large  extent  depend  on  business 
from  outside  the  community,  and  parking  and  pedestiran  access  is  difficult 
into  and  within  the  area. 

Community  and  Other  Groups 

There  are  several  social,  fraternal  and  community  groups  in  the  Chinese 
Community.  The  main  umbrella  organizations  is  the  Chinese  Advisory 
Council . 

Summary  of  Needs 

Housing  rehabilitation  program 

New  housing 

Commercial  area  improvements 

Conservation  controls 


BAY  VILLAGE 


Population 

Located  to  the  west  of  the  Chinese  Comnunity,  Bay  Village  is  within 
the  South  Cove  Urban  Renewal  Area.  The  community  is  a  small,  stable 
middle  class  com.munity  that  is  tucked  in  the  middle  of  the  commercial 
and  entertainment  districts.  The  population  is  primarily  white,  middle 
class,  and  there  are  a  large  number  of  owner  occupants  in  the  area. 


Total  1970 
886 

Change  '60-70    Black 
-13% 

'60 

Black 

'70 

%   Over  60 
22% 

0-17 

Med.  Inc. 

%   Families  Under  5,000 

Housing 

The  majority  of  the  residential  units  in  Bay  Village  are  2  and  3  family 

units,  and  the  vast  majority  of  them  are  in  '^^v^j   good  condition. 

Total  D.U. 's    Units  Needing  Over  1,000    Owner  Occ.     %  Units  in  1-2  Families 
552  65 

Abandoned  Structures 


Commercial  Centers 

There  is  no  commercial  activity  of  any  account  within  the  neighborhood. 
Since  the  community  is  within  the  downtown  core,  all  the  shopping  and 
commercial  activity  of  the  downtown  Is  within  easy  walking  distance. 

Comimunity  and  Other  Groups 

The  Bay  Village  Neighborhood  Association  is  the  main  community  group  in 
the  area. 

Summary  of  Needs 

Additional  buffering  from  incompatible  uses  around  the  community  Conservation 
controls. 
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